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Foreword

Are you sitting uncomfortably?

What you now hold in your hands is a collection of dark and deadly stories penned by some of the most well-known and experienced writers of the genre in the world. Collectively, this outfit have created beloved characters, penned innumerable bestsellers, sold millions of copies in dozens of languages, engendered popular screen adaptations, won every award imaginable and occasioned endless reading pleasure in the masses.

Assembling such a crew is no easy feat.

In Hollywood, this sort of thing is par for the course. A gang of desperadoes brought together for that one impossible mission (think Avengers Assemble but without the Lycra), a mission that usually ends up with everyone but the hero blown to bits, cut down by a hail of bullets, crushed under a tank, skewered by a rusty sword and so on and so forth. I had to promise our authors that none of these fates would befall them. I’m not sure they all believed me – this being the publishing industry – but, given that they are all my friends and I have a reputation as being (generally) honest and trustworthy, they agreed to pen a story for the collection.

Having assembled my gang of writing ninjas, why constrain them to writing about Harrogate? What’s the big deal about Harrogate anyway?

The answer to this question lies with the Theakston Old Peculier Crime Writing Festival.

The festival, which celebrated its twentieth year in 2023, holds a unique place in the crime and thriller firmament. It is the largest such festival in the world, each year bringing thousands of crime-fiction-loving pilgrims to the quaint British town of Harrogate in Yorkshire, England. In 2023, I was asked to chair the festival, acquainting me further with the town and its environs. (And with the notorious Bettys Café Tea Rooms, which has been responsible for adding unwanted inches to the waistlines of many an author – and reader – over the years.)

The town is, of course, synonymous with the genre, thanks to a certain Agatha Christie. On 3 December 1926 Christie vanished from her Berkshire home in the south of England, sparking the sort of nationwide hysteria that would not be seen again until the great Covid toilet-paper shortage.

Eleven days later, the creator of Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple turned up at what is today known as the Old Swan Hotel in Harrogate. From that day to her death she remained close-lipped as to the exact circumstances behind her disappearance.

Theories abound, of course. Marital difficulties. A nervous breakdown. Alien abduction. A massive bender. (Strangely enough, it’s the last of these that is the most unlikely – Christie was a teetotaller.) Ultimately, Dame Agatha was found safe and sound and would go on to pen many more bestsellers. Her canon has now sold over two billion copies – only Shakespeare and God (by way of the Bible) have sold more. Her enduring fame means that Harrogate will forever be linked to her legacy.

And this was one reason that a local brewery, based in the nearby village of Masham and led by urbane brewer and Yorkshire businessman Simon Theakston, decided to sponsor a crime festival in Harrogate back in 2003. That first edition took place under balmy skies with nary an inkling for the organisers as to just how popular the annual event would go on to become.

Chairing the festival in 2023, I was struck by the roll-call of excellence that has graced the festival for two decades – a veritable Who’s Who of crime, mystery and thriller writing. The festival engenders a collegiate environment that allows authors to mix with readers, reviewers, critics, agents, editors, publicists, bloggers, booksellers and the occasional random nutjob.

During my year as chair, I almost didn’t make it to the ball. I was hospitalised just days before the festival, with an excruciatingly painful kidney stone. A dour-faced surgeon came to visit me just two nights before the opening day to tell me that I would have to ‘go under the knife’. Perhaps it was my crime fiction brain – or the morphine in my system – but I thought I detected a Hannibal Lecterish undertone in his voice, as if he could think of nothing better than having me at his mercy with scalpel in hand.

That night I prayed to the gods of crime fiction … and, lo and behold, a miracle! The stone popped out just hours before the op, upon which, like any crime author worth his salt, I immediately took a picture of it and sent it to some writer friends.

Around the same time, I was approached with the idea for this anthology.

I was, of course, flattered to be asked to edit the collection. (Flattery will get you everywhere with authors. Authors are like cats. Stroke our bellies in the right places and you can convince us to do anything.) A full writing schedule of my own meant that finding time was always going to be a factor. But, with publisher Orion and the Theakston Old Peculier Crime Writing Festival joining forces, I couldn’t help but be dragged into the mad scheme – and the end result is everything we all hoped it would be.

This collection represents a high-water mark for crime anthologies. The authors are not only individually hugely successful, but also long steeped in the dark arts, working in domains ranging across the genre. Historical crime, contemporary killings, mini-thrillers, there’s something here to sear everyone’s tastebuds. Our authors’ warped minds have been given free rein and they have outdone themselves.

But what exactly makes a good short story? How does a crime short story differ from a novel? Here’s my take. A novel puts its arms around you, leads you in, gives you time to smell the roses before the putrid stench of the corpse works its way into your nostrils. A short story, by contrast, has no patience for that sort of mollycoddling. It’s a shovel to the back of the head, followed by a shallow grave in the woods.

I write a lot of short stories. For me, a short story is a chance to experiment. My story for this edition is a departure from the two series that I write. It’s a story about the murder of Macbeth – or, to be more accurate, an actor playing Macbeth. I began writing it last year, 2023, which marked the 400th anniversary of The Bard’s First Folio. And if there’s someone out there who still isn’t convinced that Shakespeare was a crime writer … Well, there’s plenty more space in that shallow grave.

For those used to penning full-length novels, it can be quite a shock to the system, changing gears like this, especially if an editor such as myself is walking up and down the anthology galley, cat o’ nine tails in hand, just looking for a back aching for the lash.

I am pleased to say that the authors in this edition were a dream to work with. I expected nothing less. I am certain that had we all found ourselves in the trenches at the Battle of the Somme, they would have willingly charged over the top and into a hail of bullets at my command. (They might not have been happy about it, but they would have done it.)

For me, personally, this anthology allowed a moment’s reflection on my career, the long and torturous path to being asked to helm such a prestigious venture. I wrote my first novel aged seventeen – a comic fantasy in the vein of the late, great Terry Pratchett’s Discworld series. Even then I loved the notion of being a tweedy writer, a man of letters, admired, envied, a doyen of the literary establishment. I also thought it would be a good way to avoid having to get a real job. There was one small problem with my cunning plan … that first book was rubbish.

I wrote six more novels across twenty-three years before finally being published at age forty with The Unexpected Inheritance of Inspector Chopra, a novel about an Indian policeman who is forced into retirement in his forties and, while solving a murder, also has to deal with the unusual predicament of inheriting a one-year-old elephant. The book became a bestseller and effectively gave me a career.

After five books in that series, I moved back in time to 1950s India and historical crime. Beginning with Midnight at Malabar House, I explore a nation still reeling in the wake of Gandhi’s assassination, the horrors of Partition and Indian Independence. My protagonist, India’s first female police detective, is banished to Bombay’s smallest police station, Malabar House, and forced to work with an English forensic scientist deputed to Bombay from the Met Police. Collectively, these books allow me to explore that turbulent period just after Britain’s colonial adventures in India.

Which brings me to another theme of this anthology, namely, the use of crime fiction as a lens with which to examine the world around us. The writers of this collection are very different individuals, but the one thing that unites us is passion. Passion for subjects that move us, anger us, fill us with joy. Crime writing allows us to explore the societies in which our stories are embedded. And why not?

After all, isn’t it so much better to learn while you’re being entertained? (Presumably, you are the sort of person who finds murder entertaining otherwise you wouldn’t have shelled out your life savings on buying this anthology.) And so, in this collection you will find crime and passion fused together in myriad delicious ways. You will find: a missing actress; a deadly park run; a gruesome Victorian mystery; an art theft; a vanished sister; a dicey dentist; a frustrated writer; a deadly treasure; a body in the bath house … and a murdered Macbeth.

It isn’t easy being an author. Contrary to public perception, we don’t swan around in velvet smoking jackets, sipping port in our studies. Limos don’t pick us up from our castles to sweep us to gala events, to be feted by the masses, rose petals strewn before us, chilled champagne buckets waiting in the green room.

Sometimes it’s a packet of stale crisps, a warm glass of something yellowy, a shared Uber with seven other writers and an event in some grubby corner of the country with the only attendees a gang of sinister-looking Morris dancers who were given the wrong invite.

Writing can be a lonely, brutal business. And the act of writing never gets any easier. Sometimes it is simply about sitting down at our kitchen tables, mug of tea in hand, a wild idea running around our head like a sex-crazed squirrel, a vision hovering before us of some future reader – i.e. you – grimly enjoying the dark and murderous words we are about to pen.

At least I’m fairly sure that’s how the authors of this anthology approached their task, though, in truth, they might have written their story while sitting in a Turkish mudbath; or in a yurt on the Mongolian steppe as part of a research trip for a new cosy crime series featuring Genghis Khan; or on the Eurostar wearing a false moustache while on the run from the police, a dead body cooling in their garden shed.

The end result is a collection second to none.

I leave you with a final thank you, for giving us your time and trust, and with a few appropriate lines from Shakespeare’s Henry VI, Part III:

And from that torment I will free myself,

Or hew my way out with a bloody axe.

Why, I can smile, and murder whiles I smile.
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